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FLAWLESS JADE 
Barbara Hanrahan, 
Un ivers i ty of Queenslands Press, 
155pp. 07022 2246 1 
Reviewed by Don Dunstan. 
Barbara Hanrahan has set much of her work on s tud ies of chi ldhood, 
sometimes childhood which i s involved with fantasy and e v i l . Always 
however, the ch i ldren are presented through the i r memories of the minutiae 
of da i l y l i f e , v ignettes formed by de t a i l , which i s v iv idly presented 
conveying the remembered s i g h t s , sounds and smells of childhood and 
adolescence. Amongst the p ictures of p lants and pets, houses and r e l a t i v e s 
one f i nds often rather sc rofu lous d e t a i l s ; the ha i r s in grandpa ' s nose, 
the squeezing of grandma's blackheads, the smell in the p i t dunny, the 
scurf on aun t ' s sca lp, the wetting of a bed, the snot d i scards on the 
carpet, the pers i stence of the dog ' s penis , glimpses of adult (u sua l l y 
unattrat ive) bodies, spied-on sexual a c t i v i t y , and the groping of old men 
under g i r l s s k i r t s . 
In t h i s study of the growing to adulthood of a g i r l from a poor Chinese 
family, forced by the wars to move from Canton to Macao, back to Canton 
and then to Hong Kong, Ms. Hanrahan has endeavoured sympathetical ly to 
p o r t r a y the p h y s i c a l and emot i ona l , c o n s t r a i n t s o f such a l i f e . As a p 
picture i t succeeds. The author has used some spareness of express ion to & 
convey the e s s en t i a l s . Jin-Yee recounts not only the poverty and hardship, 
but the i n h i b i t i o n s , s upe r s t i t i on s , t rad i t i ona l forms and frequent 
harshness of l i f e in a Chinese fami ly. Through i t a l l there comes a 
p icture of a pleasant, good-natured and not very br ight ch i l d , who 
s t rugg les and works hard to contr ibute to the family. 
The Chinese in many cases have the hab i t , not only of adopting a number 
of western customs and s upe r s t i t i on s , but of adding them to the i r own 
rather than sub s t i t u t i ng them. As Chinese domestic l i f e i s already r i f e 
with customs which derive from some absurd old wives ' t a l e s , these 
addit ions mean that a Chinese ch i l d may be surrounded by s upe r s t i t i ou s 
pract ice, and Barbara Hanrahan portrays t h i s e f f ec t i ve l y . 
>• 
While the s tory i s unfolded ch rono log i ca l l y , i t i s done in a s e r i e s of 114 
episodic p ieces, some of them l e s s than a page in length, as "Ch ickens " , 
" F i ght ing C r i c ke t s " , "Red Q u i l t s " , " B i g Grandmother", "How you ' re supposed 
to be beau t i f u l " , "Ghosts " , "New Year " , "Not going to School " . I nev i tab l y , 
given Barbara Hanrahan's usual s t y l e , there are " Sme l l s " , "Romantic 
S h i t t i n g " , "Smelly Under-arms", and "That Th ing" , ( i n t h i s case 
menstruation). But these l a t te r do appear quite natu ra l l y here in a 
context of modern European wr i t i ng . In my experience young Chinese women 
of the type of the narrator in t h i s novel are not so frank, but then the 
author may well have estab l i shed a rapport with some of them during her 
study for t h i s book which I have not succeeded in. 
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Jin-Yee misses out on an adequate education because of the poverty of the 
family and i t s need to send money back to re la t i ves in Canton. She works 
at various tasks to help and eventually gets employed as an usherette at 
a local cinema. She i s courted by a youth from a wel l -o f f family, who 
breaks i t of on h is mother's i n s t ruct ions . Jin-Yee sends in a t inted 
picture of hersel f in answer to an advertisement for movie actresses, and 
i s cal led for interview. She hopes desperately for success. After 
sometime, mother t e l l s her that a let ter came accepting her, but she and 
her husband had decided to write back refus ing because they believed that 
actresses could only succeed by s e l l i n g their bodies. Eventually, 
marginally better times arr ive for the family, and Jin-Yee re f lec t s that 
despite a l l , she has sweet memories. 
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